
Conserving and Enjoying
Missouri’s Prairies
Of the remaining 75,000 acres of native
prairie in Missouri, about 53,000 acres are
in private ownership. Landowners value
their prairies for a variety of reasons and
some maintain them as forage for live-
stock. The 22,000 acres of public prairies
are owned by the Department of Con-
servation, the Department of Natural
Resources, The Nature Conservancy, the
Missouri Prairie Foundation, the University
of Missouri and the Ozark Regional Land
Trust. Our public prairies are great for 
hiking, wildlife viewing and other outdoor
recreation. For a directory of Missouri’s
public prairies, write to: Public Prairies 
of Missouri, Distribution Center, Missouri
Department of Conservation • P.O. Box
180 • Jefferson City, MO 65102 or view
w w w. c o n s e r v a t i o n . s t a t e . m o . u s / n a t h i s .

Public agencies, organizations and private
landowners work together as the Grass-
lands Coalition to improve remaining
prairies through prescribed burning, 
periodic haying and selective cutting 
of woody species. With public and pri-
vate landowners working together, large 
landscape-sized prairie tracts are being
restored. If you are interested in being
involved, write to: Grasslands Coalition •
P.O. Box 180 • Jefferson City, MO 65102.

Prescribed prairie burn

Prairie as a 
landscaping model
Prairie plants are ideal for low mainte-
nance landscaping. The broad range of
colors and textures of their flowers and
foliage add interest to gardens year-round.
Prairie plants provide nectar and pollen
for insects; seeds and dead plant material
provide food and cover for wildlife in fall
and winter. They are naturally adapted to
our local climate, rainfall, insects and
other herbivores. For more information,
write to: Native Plants for Landscaping,
Distribution Center • Missouri D e p a r t m e n t
of Conservation • P.O. Box 180 • Jefferson
City, MO 65102.

The Missouri Prairie Foundation(MPF) provided
funding for the printing of this brochure. For more
information about MPF view www.moprairie.org.

All photos by Jim Rathert except cover photo of La
Petite Gemme Prairie and maximillian sunflowers
by Pat Whalen; poster photo of Paint Brush Prairie 
by Don Kurz. Lead plant illustration by Heidi
Natura, courtesy of Conservation Research Institute.
Presettlement prairie map (cover) researched and
compiled by Walter A. Schroeder. Cover illustration
of wild hyacinth by Miriam Wysong Meyer, courtesy 
of the Illinois Department of Conservation, Division
of Forestry.
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Presettlement Prairie

hen European explore r s

first came to North

America, they used the word

prairie—the French word for

meadow—to describe the vast grass-

lands they encountered. Prairies are

extensive grasslands with a diversity of

wildflowers and few shrubs or trees.

In the years prior to statehood,

m o re than one-third—or nearly 15

million acres—of Missouri’s land-

scape was tallgrass prairie. Fo r t y

p e rcent of present day St. Lo u i s

and portions of Kansas City were

c o v e red with grasses and wildflowers.

Bison, elk, prairie-chickens and

many other animals roamed acro s s

Missouri’s prairies.

To d a y, through agriculture and

other human development, we have

fewer than 75,000 acres of original

prairie in Missouri. Our remaining

prairies are home to life forms that

have lived here for thousands of years.

They are part of our natural legacy

and are worthy of our pro t e c t i o n .

W

Lead plant is a member of the bean or legume family.
Legumes provide valuable nitrogen to prairie soil.

Copyright 2000 by the Conservation Commission
of the state of Missouri



Prairie Plants 
While prairies are dominated by grasses,
Missouri tallgrass prairies are really
communities of as many as 300
different kinds of grasses, forbs
(broad-leaved plants), and a few
woody shrubs and trees. Some
prairie plants can grow 8 feet tall
or more.

The plants we see above
ground are only part of the
prairie plant community.
Prairie plants have deep and
complex root systems, some
as deep as 15 feet. Prairie
plant roots absorb water
much better than the shallow
roots of imported cool-season
grasses, like tall fescue, brome
and bluegrass. Having most 
of their mass underground,
prairie plants are better able 
to survive fire and drought.
Also, they have their growing
points at or below ground level to
withstand periodic fires and grazing.
As prairie plants die, bacteria, fungi
and other microorganisms break
down the roots, creating some of 
the richest, deepest soil in the world.

Healthy prairie streams support a
variety of aquatic animals, such
as the red shiner, brassy m i n-
now and northern crayfish.
Intact prairies trap sedim e n t s
and pollutants, releasing a
steady supply of clear water to
prairie streams. Unfortunately,
stream channelization, erosion

and waste runoff have degraded
many prairie  streams, threatening

the survival of some stream animals.

Top: A male greater prairie-chicken with inflated air
sacs attempts to attract a mate. Above: A milkweed
b e e t l e crawls along a leaf of its host plant. There may
be as many as 1,000 beetle species on Missouri
prairies.

Prairie Animals
When we think of prairie wildlife, bison 
and elk may come to mind. However, these
large grazers no longer occur naturally in
Missouri. The most numerous kinds of
prairie wildlife also are the smallest: insects.
As many as 100 different kinds of ants and
more than 150 kinds of bees live in the tall-
grass prairie region. Together with butter-
flies, moths, beetles and thousands of other
different insects, these small animals do
much of the work on the prairie: they are
important pollinators, help build soil by
cycling nutrients and provide food for birds
and other animals. 

Birds are the most visible and audible of our
prairie animals. In late spring and summer,
ground-nesting greater prairie-chickens,
eastern meadowlarks, dickcissels, bobwhite
quail and bobolinks are active. Other signa-
ture prairie birds are upland sandpipers,
grasshopper sparrows, Henslow’s sparrows
and scissor-tailed flycatchers. 

Prairie amphibians like the northern craw-
fish frog are secretive. They breed in shallow,
fishless prairie ponds. Prairie reptiles like
the ornate box turtle and the bullsnake
( M i s s o u r i ’s largest snake) also are
hard to see. 

Small prairie mammals like
prairie voles and shrews spend
most of their time in b u r r o w s
underground, safely away from
birds and other predators.
Rabbits, coyote and white-
tailed deer also live on prairies.

Right: A dickcissel sounds its namesake call,
“dick dick cissel.”

PLANTS AND ANIMALS OF THE PRAIRIE

HISTORY

OF THE PRAIRIE

Prairies once covered much of North

America, from the Rocky Mountains

to Indiana, with scattered prairies

extending to the eastern seaboard .

The three major types of prairie,

determined largely by rainfall, are

shortgrass, mixed-grass and tallgrass.

Missouri has tallgrass prairie, which

expanded across the state from the

G reat Plains around 10,000 years

ago. Over these millennia, Native

Americans and lightning created fire s

that helped maintain Missouri’s

prairies. Land managers today use

p rescribed fire for many of the same

reasons that Native Americans did:

to maintain healthy, open prairies

that in turn support thriving plant

and animal populations.

More than 99 percent of Missouri’s

original prairie has been converted to

a g r i c u l t u re and other human develop-

ment. The rarity of our re m a i n i n g

prairie makes the efforts to pro t e c t

them all the more valuable.

A b o v e : Indian paintbrush carpets some Missouri
prairies in spring. Top right: A monarch butterfly
feeds on rough blazing star nectar. R i g h t : Profile 
of lead plant, whose roots can grow 15 feet deep.



D
ry

-m
es

ic
 p

ra
ir

ie
 

T
he

 m
os

t w
id

es
pr

ea
d 

of
 o

ur
 r

em
ai

ni
ng

 p
ra

ir
ie

s,
dr

y-
m

es
ic

 p
ra

ir
ie

 t
yp

es
 o

cc
u

r 
on

 t
he

 w
el

l
dr

ai
n

ed
 r

ol
li

n
g 

u
p

la
n

ds
 o

f 
th

e 
G

la
ci

at
ed

Pl
ai

ns
, 

th
e 

un
du

la
ti

ng
 O

sa
ge

 P
la

in
s 

an
d 

th
e

fla
tt

er
 S

pr
in

gf
ie

ld
 P

la
te

au
. 

In
 t

he
 G

la
ci

at
ed

P
la

in
s,

 d
ry

-m
es

ic
 p

ra
ir

ie
 o

cc
u

rs
 o

ve
r 

lo
es

s
an

d
 

ot
h

er
 

gl
ac

ia
l 

so
il

s;
 

in
 

so
u

th
w

es
te

rn
M

 i s
 s o

 u r
 i, 

dr
y-

m
es

ic
 p

ra
ir

ie
s 

oc
cu

r 
ov

er
 s

ilt
y

so
ils

 d
er

iv
ed

 f
ro

m
 b

ed
ro

ck
 (

sa
nd

st
on

e/
sh

al
e,

ch
er

t 
an

d 
li

m
es

to
n

e/
do

lo
m

it
e)

. 
D

ry
-m

es
ic

s a
 n d

 s t
 o n

 e /
sh

al
e 

pr
ai

ri
e 

is
 t

he
 m

os
t 

co
m

m
on

re
m

ai
ni

ng
 p

ra
ir

ie
 t

yp
e 

be
ca

us
e 

it
s 

ro
ck

y 
a n

 d
re

la
ti

ve
ly

 in
fe

rt
ile

 s
oi

ls
 h

av
e 

pr
ot

ec
te

d 
it

 fr
om

co
n

ve
rs

io
n 

to
 a

gr
ic

u
lt

u
re

. 
T

h
e 

do
m

in
an

t
gr

as
se

s—
li

tt
le

 b
lu

es
te

m
 a

nd
 I

n
di

an
 g

ra
ss

—
gr

ow
 4

 t
o 

6 
fe

et
 t

al
l. 

C
om

m
on

 w
ild

flo
w

er
s

in
cl

ud
e 

as
hy

 s
un

flo
w

er
, 

sk
y 

bl
ue

 a
st

er
, 

M
ax

i-
m

ill
ia

n 
su

nf
lo

w
er

s,
 c

om
pa

ss
 p

la
nt

, l
ea

d 
pl

an
t,

bl
az

in
g 

st
ar

, f
lo

w
er

in
g 

sp
ur

ge
 a

nd
 c

on
ef

lo
w

er
s.

P
ra

ir
ie

 S
ta

te
 P

ar
k,

 W
a h

 ’ K
 o n

 - T
ah

 P
ra

ir
ie

,
Pa

w
ne

e 
Pr

ai
ri

e 
an

d 
Pa

in
tb

ru
sh

 P
ra

ir
ie

 a
re

 a
fe

w
 o

f 
ou

r 
dr

y-
m

es
ic

 p
u

bl
ic

 p
ra

ir
ie

s.

A
 b o

 v e
 :

M
a

xi
m

il
li

a
n

 
su

n
flo

w
er

s 
gr

ow
 

on
 

dr
y-

m
es

ic
pr

ai
ri

es
 

in
 

so
u

th
w

es
te

rn
 

M
is

so
u

ri
 

in
 

la
te

 
su

m
m

er
. 

L
 e f

 t :
Pu

rp
le

 p
ra

ir
ie

 c
lo

ve
r 

is
 a

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

ti
c 

p
la

n
t 

of
 

dr
y-

m
es

ic
 p

ra
ir

ie
s 

an
d 

bl
oo

m
s 

in
 e

ar
ly

 s
u

m
m

er
.

P
R

A
I
R

I
E

T
Y

P
E

S
I
N

M
I
S

S
O

U
R

I

L
o
es

s

L
im

es
to

n
e

A
ll

u
vi

u
m

W
at

er
 t

ab
le

n
T

h
e
 
T

e
r
r
e
s
tr

ia
l 

N
a
tu

r
a
l 

C
o
m

-

m
u
n

it
ie

s
 

o
f
 

M
is

s
o
u
r
i,

 
(
1

9
8

7
)

a
u
t
h

o
r
 

P
a
u
l 

N
e
ls

o
n
 

id
e
n

t
if

ie
s
 

1
4

d
 i 
f 
f 
e
 r
e
n

t
 
p
r
a
ir

ie
 
t
y
p
e
s
. 

T
h
e
s
e
 
 
c
o
m

-

m
u
n
it

ie
s
 
a
r
e
 
c
la

s
s
if

ie
d
 
a
c
c
o
r
d
in

g
 
t
o
 

s
o
il

 
m

o
is

t
u
r
e
 
le

v
e
ls

 
(
d
r
y
 
t
o
 
m

e
s
ic

 
t
o

w
e
t
)
, 

g
e
o
lo

g
y,

 
d
o
m

in
a
n
t
 

v
e
g
e
t
a
t
io

n

a
n
d
 
t
o
p
o
g
r
a
p
h
y.

 
F

o
u
r
 
o
f
 
M

is
s
o
u
r
i’

s

m
o
s
t 

c
o
m

m
o
n
 
r
e
m

a
in

in
g
 
p
r
a
ir

ie
 
c
o
m

-

m
u
n

it
ie

s
 a

r
e
 
d
e
s
c
r
ib

e
d
 
o
n
 t

h
is

 
p
a
g
e
. 

L
oe

ss
 h

il
l 

pr
ai

ri
es

M
 i s

 s o
 u r

 i ’s
 s

te
ep

-s
lo

pe
d 

lo
es

s 
hi

ll 
pr

ai
ri

es
 o

cc
ur

in
 t

h
e 

ex
tr

em
e 

no
rt

h
w

es
te

rn
 c

or
n

er
 o

f 
th

e
st

at
e,

 a
lo

ng
 t

he
 M

is
so

ur
i R

iv
er

 fl
oo

dp
la

in
 a

nd
ot

h
er

 s
tr

ea
m

s.
 L

oe
ss

 (
pr

on
ou

nc
ed

 “
lu

ss
”)

 i
s

an
ci

en
t,

 w
in

d-
bl

ow
n

 s
oi

l.
  T

he
 d

ry
 lo

es
s 

h
il

l
pr

ai
ri

es
 h

ar
bo

r 
pl

an
ts

 t
h

at
 a

re
 c

om
m

on
 t

o 
th

e 
n

ea
rb

y 
G

re
at

 P
la

in
s 

re
gi

on
 b

u
t 

ar
e 

ra
re

 
or

 e
n

da
n

ge
re

d 
in

 M
is

so
ur

i.
 S

om
e 

of
 t

h
es

e
in

cl
ud

e 
la

rg
e 

be
ar

d-
to

ng
ue

 (
at

 r
ig

ht
),

 d
ow

ny
pa

in
te

d 
cu

p 
an

d 
sk

el
et

on
 p

la
n

t.
 B

ec
au

se
 o

f
th

e 
ha

rs
h 

co
nd

it
io

ns
 o

f 
th

e 
lo

es
s 

hi
lls

, 
m

os
t

gr
as

se
s 

gr
ow

 o
nl

y 
3 

fe
et

 t
al

l. 
D

om
in

an
t 

gr
as

se
s

in
cl

u
de

 h
ai

ry
 g

ra
m

a 
gr

as
s,

 b
lu

e 
gr

am
a 

an
d

si
de

oa
ts

 g
ra

m
a.

 W
il

df
lo

w
er

s 
in

cl
u

de
 s

il
ky

a s
 t e

 r,
 g

ro
u

nd
 p

lu
m

 a
n

d 
fo

xt
ai

l 
da

le
a.

 T
h

e 
pl

ai
ns

 h
og

no
se

 s
na

ke
 i

s 
re

st
ri

ct
ed

 t
o 

th
e 

lo
es

s
h

il
l 

re
gi

on
. 

Yo
u

 c
an

 s
ee

 lo
es

s 
h

ill
 p

ra
ir

ie
s 

at
S

ta
r 

Sc
h

oo
l H

ill
 P

ra
ir

ie
 N

at
ur

al
 A

re
a 

(b
el

ow
),

M
cC

or
m

ac
k 

L
oe

ss
 M

ou
nd

 N
at

ur
al

 A
re

a 
an

d
B

ri
ck

ya
rd

 H
il

l L
oe

ss
 M

ou
nd

 N
at

u
ra

l 
A

re
a.

P
R

A
I
R

I
E

C
O

M
M

U
N

I
T

I
E

S

I

M
es

ic
 p

ra
ir

ie
M

es
ic

 p
ra

ir
ie

, 
w

h
ic

h 
is

 m
od

er
at

el
y 

m
oi

st
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 th
e 

gr
ow

in
g 

se
as

on
, o

cc
ur

s 
on

 w
el

l
dr

ai
ne

d,
 lo

w
er

 s
lo

pe
s 

of
 h

ill
s 

an
d 

pl
ai

ns
 a

nd
 in

pr
ai

ri
e 

dr
aw

s 
in

 a
ll 

of
 M

is
so

ur
i’s

 p
ra

ir
ie

 r
eg

io
ns

.
M

es
ic

 p
ra

ir
ie

s 
ar

e 
ge

ne
ra

lly
 q

ui
te

 s
ho

w
y 

w
it

h
lu

sh
 g

ra
ss

es
 r

ea
ch

in
g 

u
p 

to
 8

 f
ee

t 
ta

ll 
an

d
di

ve
rs

e 
w

ild
flo

w
er

s,
 in

cl
ud

in
g 

ga
m

a 
gr

as
s,

 b
ig

bl
ue

st
em

, 
pr

ai
ri

e 
dr

op
se

ed
 

gr
as

s,
 

co
m

pa
ss

pl
an

t,
 C

ul
ve

r’
s 

ro
ot

, 
bl

az
in

g 
st

ar
 a

nd
 b

un
ch

-
flo

w
er

.H
el

to
n 

Pr
ai

ri
e 

N
at

ur
al

 A
re

a 
in

 H
ar

ri
so

n
C

ou
nt

y 
is

 a
 b

ea
ut

ifu
l e

xa
m

pl
e 

of
 m

es
ic

 p
ra

ir
ie

.

W
et

 p
ra

ir
ie

O
ft

en
 b

or
de

ri
ng

 m
ar

sh
es

 o
r 

as
so

ci
at

ed
 w

it
h

fl
oo

dp
la

in
s,

 lo
w

er
 s

lo
pe

s 
of

 p
ra

ir
ie

s 
or

 a
re

as
w

it
h 

gr
ou

n
dw

at
er

 s
ee

pa
ge

, w
et

 p
ra

ir
ie

s 
ha

ve
sa

tu
ra

te
d 

so
ils

 t
hr

ou
gh

 m
uc

h 
of

 t
he

 g
ro

w
in

g
se

as
on

. T
he

y 
oc

cu
r 

in
 th

e 
G

la
ci

at
ed

 a
nd

 O
sa

ge
Pl

ai
ns

. T
yp

ic
al

 p
la

nt
s 

ar
e 

pr
ai

ri
e 

co
rd

gr
as

s 
(a

ls
o

kn
ow

n 
as

 “
ri

pg
ut

” 
or

 “
sl

ou
gh

 g
ra

ss
”)

, b
lu

ef
la

g,
sw

am
p 

m
il

kw
ee

d 
an

d 
se

dg
es

 a
nd

 r
us

h
es

. Y
o u

ca
n 

se
e 

w
et

 p
ra

ir
ie

 a
t 

D
ou

gl
as

 B
ra

nc
h 

C
on

se
r-

va
ti

on
 A

re
a,

 R
ip

gu
t 

Pr
ai

ri
e 

N
at

ur
al

 A
re

a 
an

d
C

hl
oe

 L
ow

ry
 M

ar
sh

 N
at

ur
al

 A
re

a.

R
 i g

 h
 t :

W
h

it
e 

C
u

lv
er

’s
 r

oo
t 

an
d

 m
ag

en
ta

 b
la

zi
n

g 
st

ar
gr

ow
 i

n
 m

es
ic

 p
ra

ir
ie

. 
B

ot
to

m
:

C
or

dg
ra

ss
 a

n
d 

sw
ee

t
co

n
ef

lo
w

er
s 

ar
e 

co
m

m
on

 in
 M

is
so

u
ri

’s
 w

et
 p

 r a
 i r

 i e
 s .

M
E

S
I
C

A
N

D
W

E
T

L
O

E
S

S
H

I
L

L

D
R

Y
-
M

E
S

I
C

Pr
of

il
e 

of
 h

yp
ot

he
ti

ca
l 

to
po

gr
ap

hy
 s

ho
w

in
g 

th
e 

po
si

ti
on

 o
f 

so
m

e 
pr

ai
ri

e 
co

m
m

u
n

it
ie

s.
 D

ia
gr

am
 b

y 
Pa

u
l 

N
el

so
n

 f
ro

m
T

he
 T

er
re

st
ri

al
 N

at
ur

al
 C

om
m

un
it

ie
s 

of
 M

is
so

ur
i,

 c
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 t
he

 M
is

so
u

ri
 N

at
u

ra
l 

A
re

as
 C

om
m

it
te

e.


